Abstract: This study examines local people's perception of forest resources (FR) conservation around two plantation forest reserves (PFR) and two natural forest reserves (NFR) in Ekiti State in order to determine the factors that can contribute to sustainable FR conservation. Questionnaire and interview were used to collect data from 240 respondents. Data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics. 75.0% and 86.1% of respondents around PFR recognized the importance of conserving the FR for economic benefits and biodiversity respectively, while 66.7% would not want the FR conserved for cultural values. 82.9% of respondents around NFR would want the FR conserved for economic benefits, while 74.3% and 66.7% would not want the forest conserved for cultural values and biodiversity respectively. For efficient conservation, participation in forest management and involvement in decision making with means of 3.45 and 3.52 ranked highest in PFR and NFR respectively. Probit regression analysis showed that in PFR and NFR, age, education and income were positively significant to FR conservation (p < 0.05). Creating an enabling environment that will make local people appreciate historical cultural values of the forest for tourism is essential for efficient FR conservation in the study area.
Introduction


Forest resources conservation involves the management of resources that are found in the forest in such a way that they yield the highest sustainable benefit for the present human generation while still maintaining their potentials to meet the need of future generations [1] . Through proper conservation activities, forest resources that are viable and self perpetuating could be harvested regularly on a sustainable yield basis. The essence of conservation is thus to balance the rates of use of these resources against the rates of their formation in order to maintain stability and ensure sustained benefits.
Forest resources that are managed are the tangible and the intangible resources while the tangible ones are the timber and non-timber physical components of the forest, the intangible are the maintenance of the ecosystem productivity and benefits emanating from services relating to amelioration and beautification of the environment. Conservation is thus emphasized for the protection of the ecosystem with judicious utilization of the resources.
In any nation, the uses of forest resources are enormous as seen in industrial development, energy supply, provision of food, provision of infrastructural facilities, healthcare delivery, educational development, environmental protection and in contributing to employment creation. About 1.65 million households in Nigeria derived their livelihood from forest related activities while about 86% of rural households depend on the forest for biomass as source of energy [2, 3] .
The conservation of these forest resources has only been feasible in forest reserves in Nigeria and as far back as the colonial era, forest policy had the conservation of land and resources as major objectives. Between 1920 and 1930, 10 .04% of the country total land area was gazetted into forest reserves. This made the forest reserves of Nigeria to cover a total land area area (natural and plantation forests). It is within these forest reserves that management efforts are concentrated and conservation laws were strictly enforced [4] . However, the prevailing status of Nigeria's forest reserves demands serious consideration. This is because the forest reserves are under the siege of deforestation by the activities of both the government and people who have depended on the forest for revenue generation. These activities which include mainly timber exploitation are carried out without reference to the wishes of the generality of the local people for whom, the reserves were supposed to be held in trust. Thus, Government action and that of the illegal local exploiters in breaching the integrity of the local people has led to the encroachment by the people living around the reserves. This is moreso, when adequate consideration has not been given to the needs of the local people as stakeholders when formulating forest conservation policies and actions [5] . With the encroachment in forest reserves, illegal forest operation has been at alarming rate and this has led to deforestation. Thus, the total area of reserved forest by 1999 has reduced to 46,542.14 km 2 which is 5.04% of the total land area while the total forest area was put at 14.8% [6] . These estimates for forest reserve fall far short of the International standard which is 25% of any country's land mass [7] . This scenario shows a major failure in coordinating and sustainably managing Nigeria forest resources. For forest resources to be managed sustainably, forest resources management must be based on strategy that takes account of all human activities that affect the forest. There is a need to gather information on all those who have a stake in the forest. These include government, dealers in forest products, notably timber and local communities that rely on resources of the forest for their livelihood. The information should include the reason why they feel the forest should be conserved and how it should be done.
Therefore, this study's aim is developing a perspective on the links between forest management and the socio-economic characteristics that determine people's opinion and their decisions on forest resources conservation in Ekiti State. The study targeted the local communities living around the forest reserves as stakeholders. This is because the neglect of local communities in the past has been one of the main causes of rapid decline in forest resources despite all efforts at their management [5] .
Methodology
Study Area
The study was carried out in Ekiti State, Nigeria. Ekiti State is situated in the South Western part of the country and is lying between longitudes 4°5′ and 5°45′ East of the Greenwich Meridian and latitudes 7°15′ and 8°5′ North of the Equator. The mean annual rainfall ranges between 1,500 mm and 2,000 mm while the mean annual temperature ranges from minimum of 23.2 ºC to maximum of 30.5 ºC. The State is mono-ethnic community with a population of 2,340,000 [8] 
Sampling Technique
Two plantation forest reserves namely Aramoko and Ikere and two natural forest reserves namely Eda I and Ise were purposively selected ( Fig. 1) . This was to compare people's perception of forest resources in the two types of forest reserves. The four forest reserves represent 40% of the total number of the forest reserves and cover a land mass area of 99.68 km 2 .
Three communities surrounding each forest reserve at a radius of about 5 km were randomly selected and 20 questionnaires were administered randomly to household's heads in each community. This made a total of 60 questionnaires in a forest reserve. Thus, for the four forest reserves, a total of 240 questionnaires were administered but due to incomplete information to some vital questions, the study made use of data from 213 (108 from PFR and 105 from NFR) respondents. Data were collected through the use of semi-structured questionnaire and personal interview.
Data were generated on the socio-economic characteristics of the respondents, respondents' perception on the need for forest conservation and respondents' opinion for efficient forest conservation management.
Statistical Analysis
Data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics. Likert scale of 1 to 5 points with a mean score of 3 was used to measure respondents' perceptions for efficient forest management regimes. Strongly disagreed was awarded 1 point, disagreed 2 points, undecided 3 points, agreed 4 points and strongly agreed 5 points. For ease of analysis and interpretation, respondents' perception statement were Source: forestry department, Ekiti State and adapted from Ekiti State, Nigeria: maps and local information [9] .
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categorized into two aspects (agreed and disagreed), while undecided responses were merged with disagreed response. A mean score of 3 and above was used to denote agree while a mean score below 3 was used to denote disagree. Probit regression analysis was used to ascertain the probability relationship between respondents' socio-economic characteristics and forest resources conservation. The Probit regression model is as specified below in Eq. (1) 
Results and Discussion
Local People's Opinion on the Conservation of Forest Resources for Biodiversity
The results of the study in Table 1 revealed that respondents in PFR and NFR differed in their opinion on the conservation of forest resources for biodiversity. Table 1 expresses that 75% of the respondents in PFR want the forest resources conserved for biodiversity while only 33.3% of the respondents in NFR want the forest resources conserved for biodiversity. The implication of this finding is that the rationale for plantation forest reserve is for biodiversity conservation. This also supports the policy of government sensitization and intervention in the tree planting campaign.
Furthermore, it was discovered during the course of this study that people around the PFR now prefer the forest for biodiversity after realising that they had lost the benefits of the natural forest. The PFR studied was originally a natural forest and it constituted 11.4% of the total forest reserves. The history of the PFR is pathetic in that the forest area was gazetted into forest reserve in 1942 but in early 1970, the forest reserve was cleared off and planted with Gmelina arborea (Gmelina) in anticipation of the raw material for pulp and paper industries which never came into reality. Tectona grandis (Teak) was latter introduced in early 1990 to make the forest reserve a plantation of Gmelina and Teak.
The replacement of this natural forest with plantation forest of monoculture exotic wood species led to loss of genetic resources of many biological species which the people living around the forest now want. Moreover, the fast grown woods are different from the indigenous tropical timbers in terms of species, log size, mechanical properties and decorative values [10] . Thus, they are not perfect substitutes for the indigenous species such as Milicea excelsa, Mansonia altissima and Khaya ivorensis.
On the other hand, respondents living around the NFR would not want it conserved by the Government because they were aggrieved at the non-sustainable exploitation of the forest by Government. While the communities living around the forest were restricted from the forest, Government was exploiting without regard to sustained yield principle and without due consideration to the communities which originally owned the forest reserve.
Local People's Opinion on the Conservation of Forest Resources for Cultural Heritage
With respect to cultural heritage, respondents around the PFR and NFR share the same opinion on the conservation of forest resources for cultural heritage. Respondents' opinion on the need to conserve forest resources for cultural heritage was negative. As most respondents 66.7% for PFR and 74.3% for NFR (Table 2) felt that developing and promoting the cultural values of the forest could lead to worshipping of idols which is contrary to their christian faith. This belief may however not be true because many countries of the world project their culture for tourism in order to sustain their economy. Studies have shown that promoting the cultural aspects of forest, especially those which have to do with historical local culture and practices that contribute to forest conservation could lead to tourism which could boost the local economy [11, 12] . Tourism would generate economic returns and also give opportunity to connect with people from other cultures. The returns from forest tourism could also be distributed to landowners and authorities of the communities. The entire communities could similarly have their revenue increased from the sales of their goods and services to tourists visiting the reserves. Economic returns from tourism have been opined to be practically important in the relationships between the social goal of poverty reduction and biodiversity conservation [13] . From the 2009 annual report of Afadjato-Community Forest Conservation Project carried out in Accra, Ghana, a sum of $2,700 was generated from 786 visitors on tourism of the Afadjato Conservation area in 1999. With proper development and promotion, the number of people who visited the project area in 2009 had increased to 4,867 with generated revenue of $50,148. Table 3 revealed that respondents' opinion on the need to conserve the forest for economic returns received positive responses. In PFR, 86.1% of the respondents agreed that the forest should be managed for economic returns, while in NFR, 82.9% of the respondents share the same opinion that the forest resources should be managed for economic returns. The implication of this finding is that forest resources conservation could lead to income earning for local people around PFR and NFR.
Local People's Opinion on the Conservation of Forest Resources for Economic Returns
The opinion of respondents on economic returns from forest conservation is expected because, from time immemorial, rural people have been depending on the forest for their wellbeing while the contributions of forests and forest products to poverty reduction among rural people had been asserted [7, 14] . The resources mainly gathered from the forest for livelihood are Fuelwood and Non-Wood Forest Products (NWFPs). Fuelwood has the greatest use for domestic cooking and heating. Reports show that in Nigeria about 86% of rural household depend on the forest for fuelwood as source of energy [15, 16] . Non-wood Forest Products as means of livelihood include nuts, fruits, bushmeats, raisins, dyes and plants. They serve as source of food, meat, spices and medicine to the rural people. Income is also generated from the sales of various products obtained from the NWFPs. The implication of the aforementioned is that forests serve as livelihood insurance to the rural people. Consequently, failure to recognize the economic benefits the communities can gain from conservation could lead to resistance to forest conservation policies. Hence to ensure sustainable forest development there must be a balance between socio-economic activities of the poor rural communities and forest resources conservation
Socio-economic Characteristics Influencing the Conservation of Forest Resources for Biodiversity, Cultural Value and Economic Returns
All socio-economic characteristics considered in influencing respondents' opinions on conservation are summarized in Table 4 . As shown in Table 4 , there are differences in some of the factors across the two types of forest reserves. Some of the differences are noticeable in respondents around the NFR who are older in age with lower income and average years of formal education. These differences did not influence respondents' view on conservation.
Result of Probit regression analysis is as presented in Table 5 . This result shows that respondents' age, schooling years, income and religion were all significant variables in forest resources conservation in PFR and NFR. In addition to these 3 significant variables, occupation was a significant variable in forest resources conservation in NFR but not in PFR. While respondents' age, schooling years and income were positively related to forest resources conservation religion was negatively related to forest resources conservation in the two types of forest reserves. The implies that respondents' age, schooling years and income had a strong influence on how far local people would appreciate the need to conserve the forest resources in both PFR and NFR. Also while the coefficients of schooling years were significant at one percent, those of age, religion and income were significant at 5 percent. The level of significant indirectly explains how important the variables were in influencing forest resources conservation among the respondents in the two types of forest reserves. Table 6 presents respondents' perception rating of management regimes towards efficient conservation of forest resources in the two types of forest reserves studied. The result shows that the perception index mean values for (i) Participation in decision making and extraction, (ii) Conservation incentive and (iii) Provision of employment to local people were greater than the mean score of 3.0 in both PFR and NFR with participation in decision making and extraction ranking Ist in the two types of forest. The implication of this finding is that respondents agreed to the above statements meaning that forest resources would be better conserved, if local people sources of income are 
Respondents' Perception of Management Regimes for Efficient Conservation of Forest Resources in Plantation and Natural Forest Reserves
Conclusion
This study has revealed that the local people around In view of the above, it is necessary to create enabling environment that will make local people embrace formal education and also give them access to generate income. There is also the need to decentralize the management of the forest to allow local people participate in both the management and the decision making of forest resources for efficient conservation. Furthermore, the local people in the study area should be properly oriented on the importance of conserving the forest resources for cultural values. Moreso that Ekiti State Government is focusing on tourism as one of its priority point agenda. Extension workers and the Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) should be engaged in creating awareness on the benefits that could accrue from promoting the historical cultural values of the forest for tourism.
